Collaboration is considered an essential characteristic for inclusive education to be effective and reflective of research-based best practices. General and special education teachers and related service personnel must work together and share goals, strategies, and physical space for students with and without disabilities to learn in inclusive settings. Teachers and parents must build trusting and collaborative partnerships in the delivery of inclusive education. Finally, students with and without disabilities must work together and support one another in building effective schools. We offer research-based strategies for and examples of effective collaborative relationships and outcomes from those relationships.
Introduction
In the United States, students with eligible disabilities who attend schools that receive federal funding are entitled to a "free and appropriate public education," or FAPE (U.S. Department of Education, 2010) . If the nature of the disability impedes the student's ability to learn and make progress in general education, the student may be eligible for special education services and supports. Special education services may include many components including specially designed instruction, therapeutic services such as speech therapy, occupational therapy, physical therapy, classroom accommodations, assistive technology devices, one-on-one assistants, and more. For students receiving these services, an Individualized Education Program (IEP) is required by law and outlines the specially designed, individualized program the school must provide the student. This program is reviewed and updated annually by the student's IEP team. This team includes the parents or guardians, the student, general and special education teachers, an administrator such as a school principal, and any service providers the student requires to make meaningful academic gains each year. The multidisciplinary approach inherent in special education elicits the need for effective collaboration amongst IEP team members to provide the most comprehensive and cohesive program possible. Throughout this article, a review of existing literature and several vignettes based on true events will be used to illustrate the need for, challenges of, and evidence-based solutions to promote effective collaboration amongst IEP team members.
The Need for Collaboration
Sebastian is a 5-year-old boy with Down syndrome who had successfully attended and completed an integrated preschool program for students with and without disabilities taught by qualified teachers in California. Upon completion of his preschool program at the age of 5, the school district recommended he be placed in a segregated self-contained classroom for students in kindergarten to second grade with moderate to severe disabilities for 78% of his school day. Despite the fact Sebastian's family, his attorney, and expert witnesses strongly objected to this placement. The school district and the family were at odds and unable to come to a collaborative consensus. The family eventually decided to file for due process, which would allow an impartial judge to render a decision about what was best for Sebastian. The family firmly believed his growth in communication skills, social pragmatics, knowledge of grade-level curriculum, and ultimately his ability to function in society would be severely curtailed if he was forced into a segregated special education class for the majority of his school day. The school district's contention was, for him to make progress on his IEP goals, Sebastian needed to attend a segregated self-contained classroom for 78% of the day. The parents were met with no opportunity to collaborate with the IEP team on this matter and no room for further discussion or problem solving.
Creating and establishing opportunities for people with and without disabilities to engage and learn with and from each other is essential for building communities that work for everyone (O'Brien & Mount, 2015) . Historically, people with disabilities, like Sebastian, have had to endure rejection and forced segregation within society. In spite of U.S. litigation and legislation intended to eliminate such rejection and discrimination, tragically large numbers of people with disabilities continue to live, work, and go to school in segregated, isolated settings that often lead to lives of loneliness, diminished self-worth, and a sense of disempowerment (Falvey, 2005; National Council on Disability, 2018) . Though individuals are still met with resistance around inclusive efforts today, many American schools and districts are moving toward more inclusive practices, spurring a great need for more intentional and effective collaboration techniques and practices.
Inclusion
For the past 40 years, researchers have conducted efficacy studies on inclusive versus segregated schooling for students with disabilities in the United States (Kalambouka, Farrell, Dyson, & Kaplan, 2007; Lipsky & Gardner, 1989; Morningstar, Shogren, Lee, & Born, 2015) . These research findings have concluded time and time again that inclusive education is more effective for both students with and without disabilities (Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016; Morningstar, Kurth, & Johnson, 2017) . This research has provided educators, parents, students, and litigators with evidence that inclusive classrooms are the research-based best practice placements for students with and without disabilities.
When parents and students are at odds with a school district's decisions, working through differences collaboratively can result in mutually agreed upon decisions. Unfortunately, in the case of Sebastian, that did not occur. Sebastian's parents sought legal council and his case was taken to due process, a legal right afforded to parents under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; 2004). After several months, a decision was made. The court ordered the school district to provide Sebastian with a general education kindergarten placement with an inclusion specialist and a parent-approved behavior analyst to support Sebastian's learning. The district was also required to pay the cost of the above services and the legal fees the family had incurred throughout the process. In addition, the school district had to pay for their own legal fees. The school district's extraordinary expenses could have been avoided if the district had worked with the family and offered services that reflected research-based best practices-that is, inclusive education with individualized supports and services. Collaborative decision making that utilizes research-based best practices is both economical and socially just and can make a substantial difference to not only students with disabilities and their families, but also to the educational system and society at large.
Inclusive schools and communities are essential if we are to create a world that truly works for everyone. To create such a world, individuals with disabilities need to be the focus and emphasis of the opportunities and services provided. Unfortunately, when students with disabilities are assessed and identified as needing special education services, their deficits are too often the focus. Special education inherently utilizes student deficits as the justification for individualized supports, and while this is an essential component of identifying support needs, opportunities and expectations can too often be limited by ableist beliefs.
Education often aligns with a medical model of disability, which suggests that disabilities should be "fixed", "changed", or "cured" by professionals, treatments, or interventions. The social model of disability, on the other hand, posits that disabilities are socially constructed by way of the physical, structural, and attitudinal barriers within society, and it is society that must change to accommodate diverse individuals (Owens, 2015) . To break down barriers that have historically resulted in segregation and isolation for students with disabilities, schools should adopt the social model of disability and begin to dismantle old systems and structures that disable students and instead provide the supports and services needed to accommodate all learners. In truly inclusive schools, everyone shares the same purpose, albeit sometimes with different methods for achieving those purposes. In other words all means all (Shogren, McCart, Lyon, & Sailor, 2015,) when referring to inclusive education.
Inclusion occurs when every individual at a school is in their age-appropriate classroom working on the same curriculum and content with access to individualized accommodations, modifications, services, and supports as needed. The Schoolwide Integrated Framework for Transformation (SWIFT) Center located at the University of Kansas is a powerful resource that supports inclusion and education reform at the state and district level. They outline key elements of inclusive schools which include inclusive academic and behavioral in-struction, a strong and positive school culture, trusting family and community partnerships, and collaboration. Inclusive classrooms are crafted using research-based practices such as: (a) peer-tutoring, (b) co-teaching, (c) strong instructional practices, (d) accommodations and modifications, (e) collaboration, and (f) democratic environments that support all students' learning and participation (Lindsey, Thousand, Jew, & Piowlski, 2018; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2001) .
Successful schooling and community-based services begin with the presence of strong collaborative relationships and partnerships. Effective communication among professionals and family members, including the person with a disability, is essential. Everyone benefits from a culture of working together when designing and implementing educational and community-based services and supports for people with and without disabilities. Collaboration, then, is at the heart of successful inclusion.
Defining Collaboration
Collaboration refers to people working together toward common goals and entails individuals with disabilities themselves, professionals, family members, community members, and friends coming together to work toward and achieve a shared vision. Individuals on collaborative teams have varied life perspectives and experiences and can add a great deal to the collaborative planning process. To become a collaborative team, the members of the team must share resources, expertise, perspectives, and responsibilities to create inclusive, effective, and meaningful programs and services for students with and without disabilities. Collaboration is about bringing individuals together in such a way that each member of the team agrees to use their heart (e.g., their character and intentions), their head (e.g., their beliefs and attitudes), and their hands (e.g., their actions and their approaches), to create a clear sense of purpose, values, and goals (Blanchard, Ripley, & Parisi-Carew, 2015) .
Collaboration does not mean avoiding confrontation. On the contrary, collaboration provides a vehicle for discussing difficult concepts and reflecting on various beliefs, attitudes, strategies, and ideas to build new perspectives. Collaboration does not force members of the collaborative team to arrive at a consensus. Sometimes it means individuals do not get their own way, but rather feel they can live with the collective decision made by the team, albeit after having had the opportunity for all team members to express their opinions and provide input. Collaboration is not a lack of individual accountability; rather it is best achieved when there are varied opinions. This entails each member of the collaborative team truly listening to each other, and collectively creating a shared vision. Collaboration is a commitment to a culture of mutual respect and trust, ultimately serving as a catalyst toward optimal student outcomes.
Characteristics of Collaboration
Much has been written about the numerous characteristics and essential elements of collaboration. Sometimes team members may feel forced to work together; however, when people work together and create a collaborative structure, the work runs more smoothly, is divided more evenly, and often results in improved outcomes for students. Collaboration, at a minimum, requires all team members commit to working together toward a common goal, which is how best to support students (Friend & Cook, 2013) . IEP team members as required under IDEA, consist of teachers (both special and general education), administrator, parents, students, and when appropriate, related service personnel, psychologists (as needed), and others who can contribute to building an educational program for a student with a disability.
Parity
Collaboration requires parity among team members. Each person's contribution must be viewed as equally valued, and each person must be given equal power in the decision-making process. Collaboration must be based upon a commitment that all participants are important, listened to, and respected (Friend & Cook, 2013) . Achieving parity or equal status can prove difficult when the dynamic of those involved has created or embraced a culture of "us and them." It is essential for schools and families to break away from this type of mentality for there to be parity among all team members, including students and their families.
Mutual goals
Collaboration is based upon establishing mutual goals among team members. Team members do not have to share all their individual goals to collaborate, but it is necessary they have a shared vision and goals for the collaborative team meeting (Blanchard et al., 2015) . For example, IEP team members must agree that the education of the student in focus is the central purpose of the meeting. In addition, the outcome for all team members should be to develop an appropriate educational program for that student, with significant input, insight, and wisdom from all team members. Members of the team must keep the student as the focus of the meeting or collaboration and not their individual or collective egos.
Shared responsibility for participation and decision making. Collaboration depends on shared responsibility for participation and decision-making. Collaborators must assume the responsibility of actively engaging in decision-making processes and ensure all stakeholders have the opportunity to do so as well. Effective collaboration embraces the unique perspectives of all team members and requires a sense of trust and shared responsibility (Friend & Cook, 2013) . A reminder may be needed that the student and their parents are essential members of the team and must be given respect and encouragement to be engaged in all decision making.
Shared resources
Individuals who collaborate share resources with each other. Sharing resources of time, knowledge, and materials can enhance the sense of ownership and creativity among team members. No member of the team should be disadvantaged due to a lack of resources, materials, or specialized knowledge. Parents of students with disabilities and students themselves are sometimes disadvantaged in IEP meetings because they are not always familiar with the jargon, limitations, or available options. Educators must be cognizant of this possible disadvantage and make every effort to provide parents and students with the necessary information and resources so they can contribute in making informed recommendations (Blanchard et al., 2015) .
Shared responsibility for outcomes
Individuals who collaborate share responsibility for outcomes. Whether the results of collaboration are positive or negative, all participating individuals are responsible for what comes to pass and must work toward agreed upon components of the plan with fidelity and integrity to the best of their ability (Friend & Cook, 2013) . With shared responsibility comes shared accountability and the need for collaborators to not only hold themselves and each other accountable for adhering to the agreed upon commitments, but also to ensure the commitments are practical and the workload is delegated in an equitable way. Issues can arise when team members are expected to execute unrealistic goals due to time constraints, limitations in expertise, or other factors.
It is essential to be conscientious of each team member's workload and availability for additional work so agreements can be executed with fidelity and all team member can feel successful.
The major purpose of collaboration is to create change and to build new and improved educational opportunities for students and ultimately for schools. Collaboration among the various stakeholders, including teachers, students, families, school personnel, and administrators can be used to effectively transform schools, community agencies, and opportunities for individuals with and without disabilities to experience better outcomes.
Synergy
Collaboration offers the opportunity to experience synergistic ideas and perspectives. Synergy is the creation of a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. Synergy is evident when problem solving results in solutions no one individual necessarily owns or is committed to; rather, team members share their ideas in such ways that new ideas and concepts emerge. Team collaboration is a key ingredient in delivering effective and high-quality services in schools. This relies on collaborative relationships in which team members work together in a seamless manner toward shared goals and subsequently develop strategies to carry out actions and remain accountable (King-Sears, Janney, & Snell, 2015) . In the following sections, specific strategies for effective collaboration among educators, parents, and students are discussed.
Collaboration Between General and Special Educators and Service Providers
Collaboration among educators and related service personnel is vital to the success of students with disabilities. General and special education teachers and related service providers receive highly specified training in their respective domains giving them a wealth of knowledge to use to meet the needs of the students they serve. When their expertise is shared amongst one another, the opportunities for students to make educational gains improves dramatically (Murawski & Spencer, 2012) . Historically, however, teacher education programs and specialist training programs have limited or nonexistent opportunities for educational personnel to learn, plan, and collaborate together (Delano, Keefe, & Perner, 2008) . Training delivered separately may beget a siloed service delivery system, unless systematic and strategic practices around collaboration are in place.
When one or more of the collaborative characteristics are missing, common pitfalls may arise. For example, one study conducted in the United States examined collaboration between special and general education teachers. Several special education teachers expressed feeling they lacked authority and were underused when working in a general education classroom (Conderman, 2018) . One effective strategy to overcome this sense of feeling undervalued or underutilized is for general and special education teachers to co-plan and co-teach together (Murawski & Hughes, 2010) . Being seen as equals by students and one another is important and can be achieved when teachers work collaboratively to co-plan lessons, share preparatory responsibilities, and co-teach.
Co-teaching is defined as two or more educators coming together to plan and teach with a heterogeneous group of students in a general education classroom (Beninghof, 2012; Friend, Cook, Hurley-Chamberlain, & Shamberger, 2010) . When implemented effectively, co-teaching has repeatedly been shown to yield advantageous academic and social results for students with and without disabilities (McDuffie, Mastropieri, & Scruggs, 2009; Murawski, 2006) and has proven particularly beneficial for students in the areas of reading and writing (Tremblay, 2013) . Additionally, co-taught classrooms have a greater focus on social skills instruction and result in building stronger classroom communities (Murawski, 2006; Walther-Thomas, 1997; Weichel, 2001) .
In addition to collaboration among teachers, it is essential teachers effectively collaborate with related service personnel (e.g., occupational therapists, speech and language pathologists, adapted physical education teachers). Section 300.34 of IDEA (2004), a federal law, defines "related services" as "supportive services as required to assist a child with a disability to benefit from special education". The role of the related service provider may differ based on the type and extent of the services required. Related service providers may work at more than one school and, depending on the specific student, their service delivery models are likely to vary. For instance, for some students, service providers may offer teachers suggestions and strategies through a consultative service delivery model, services may be provided inside the students' classroom, or services may be implemented outside of the classroom in a one-on-one or small group setting. Similar to general and special education teachers, related service providers should allot time to collaborate and plan with teachers and can also engage in co-teaching to successfully incorporate and embed the strategies they have delineated within their instruction.
Students with significant support needs similar to Sebastian often have many adults working in different capacities to support various aspects of their education. Special and general education teachers, occupational therapists, speech and language therapists, adapted physical education teachers, counselors, and other specialists simultaneously serve students to ensure each student receiving special education services can derive meaningful benefit from their educational program each school year, a requirement mandated by a recent U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District (2017) . Traditionally, IEP team members come together once per year at the annual IEP meeting to discuss a student's progress, needs, and future goals after which members of the team may go back to siloed existences, working in isolation from one another (Murawski & Spencer, 2012) . While collaborative practices can and do happen naturally in some cases, consistent ongoing collaboration is an essential ingredient for successful learning outcomes, or deriving meaningful benefit from their educational program.
There are many ways teachers can collaborate. One way is through collaborative curricular planning. Because all teachers engage in curricular planning, this is a natural time for special and general educators to collaborate. Teachers and related service providers must decide on when, where, and how often they will meet to ensure ongoing collaboration and coordination of student services. For collaboration to work, teachers must establish an open system of communication that allows all parties to reach out to one another via email, text message, or other means of communication, while also being respectful of each collaborator's time. Ideally, general education teachers will share their lesson plans with the special education teacher so the special education teacher can, in turn, prepare accommodations and modifications a student with a disability may need or from which they might benefit. In this scenario, the general education teacher comes prepared with weekly plans, while the special education teacher comes prepared with a deep knowledge of a student's IEP goals, services, and supports, and expertise about required accommodations, modifications, and interventions. Having structured agendas can be another helpful strategy to ensure efficiency since time is likely to be limited. One team member can serve as a timekeeper to make sure the meeting moves along at a pace that will allow them to complete the meeting having fully addressed the outlined agenda. Special education teachers can provide support in offering ideas for curricular adaptations for students with and without disabilities, ensuring a student's IEP goals are addressed throughout the day, and preparing lesson plans accessible to all learners.
Teams can also collaborate informally. In addition to holding weekly planning meetings, special and general education teachers can arrange to eat lunch together to discuss students' educational needs and progress. Both should agree neither has all of the answers and should remain open to each other's input. Together, a team of educators and related service personnel are able to provide a comprehensive and well-rounded educational program for each student and their classmates who might also be struggling to learn a particular concept or skill.
Despite the academic (Murawski, 2006) and social (Weichel, 2001) benefits collaboration can yield, perceptions of collaboration vary widely (Hagelman, 2013) . Educators often express a myriad of concerns relating to collaboration, including: (a) lack of adequate planning time, (b) differing values and beliefs, and (c) a lack of collaborative efficiency (Carter, Prater, Jackson, & Marchant, 2010) .
Each team member comes with a different background, training, norms, perspectives, life experiences, and circumstances that all interact to shape the way each unique person sees the world, their place in it, and the best way to serve students. At times, these attributes may be at odds with one another. Individual team members must be committed to building and maintaining a culture of trust rather than resistance, respect for multiple perspectives, and a willingness to collaboratively problem solve.
When team members embrace each other's perspectives, stakeholders can be part of a team without feeling judged, inferior, or like their time is wasted. They are valued, voices are heard, and qualms can be expressed without fear. This allows individuals to contribute meaningfully and to the best of their capacity. Additionally, when individuals work in cultures where there is trust, they tend to express greater job satisfaction, a stronger alignment with the stated mission of the team or organization, a closer connection to their colleagues, increased empathy for their co-workers, and reduced burnout (Zak, 2017) . With the benefits of collaboration being mutually beneficial to adults and students alike, greater emphasis on building and maintaining collaborative teams has the potential to shift education in ways that promote sustainability and improve achievement.
Collaboration Between Parents and Teachers
According to Erwin, Shogren, Soodak, Turnbull, and Turnbull (2011) a robust research-based literature demonstrates parent-teacher collaborative relationships as imperative for successful academic, behavioral, and social improvement of students with disabilities. Many parents feel unwelcome and uncomfortable participating in their children's education (Fish, 2006) . While some schools have made efforts to comply with federal and state policies to meet the needs of students who receive special education services, this is not always the case (Larios & Zetlin, 2006; Scorgie, 2015) .
IDEA includes parent involvement as a key requirement in the creation of documents such as the IEP, which is a blueprint for the delivery of educational services for students with disabilities (Fish, 2006) . Parents oftentimes experience a sense of powerlessness in IEP meetings. These feelings can often negatively impact parents who may already be faced with stressors such as feeling ill equipped to raise a child with a disability. This can challenge their parenting and can impact their self-confidence.
The United States is made up of a diverse population of many different ethnicities, languages, and cultures. Research with culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) families has provided some important insight and directives for educators in terms of including and welcoming parents as collaborators and co-creators of students' educational programs. In a qualitative study with young Latina mothers of children with autism, Perez (2017) found these mothers felt special education professionals need to work on improving the quality, consistency, and tactful approaches in collaboration with them. Similarly, Fish (2006) found many parents feel illequipped to attend to the educational needs of their children and feel unprepared to respond to special education jargon. Perez (2017) discovered much of the information in written documents for parents, whether in English and Spanish, employed jargon and did not contain terminology commonly understood or defined.
Special education documents are full of discipline specific concepts, terminology, and acronyms, making it challenging for people who have not had similar training or extensive experience in special education to understand them. In addition, Perez (2017) found CLD families felt a disconnect with special education professionals because of their cultural background. Sometimes CLD families felt they should not question professionals, as this can be seen as a form of disrespect in their culture (Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000) . Families who have a low socioeconomic status may also struggle with collaboration and experience an imbalance of power with educational professionals (Conroy, 2012) . In some cases, parents of children with disabilities face many obstacles due to both a lack of resources known or available to them and limited knowledge about their children's disabilities. Financial strain on a family can exasperate these challenges and other challenges that interfere with establishing collaborative partnerships.
Harry (1992) shared, while it is true some parents may not particularly want to participate in their children's IEP, it is vital parents be sufficiently informed to elect their level of participation, make informed decisions, and give meaningful consent. Parents sometimes feel undervalued, intimidated, and judged by professionals. Perez (2017) revealed that, many times, parents of children with disabilities are misunderstood and misjudged by educational professionals, adding to the failure to effectively collaborate with parents.
It is important to recognize collaborative, active, equitable, and meaningful participation of parents of children with disabilities in their children's education as an imperative factor that needs to be addressed. Based upon her research, Perez (2017) recommends CLD parents become more outspoken about their concerns with educational professionals without hesitation or fear of being disregarded. Also, the responsi-bility of listening with empathetic intentions and purposeful responsiveness toward CLD parents falls upon the school districts and educators. Turnbull et al. (2011) emphasize that, just like one's own background influences what we value, how we think, and how we behave, each family will also be influenced by their cultural background and their foundational values. According to Falvey (2005) , both educators and parents may have histories of difficult relationships. The author emphasizes the importance of letting go of the past and moving forward to collaboratively resolve problems and create opportunities and futures for students with disabilities.
Research surrounding family-educator collaboration is plentiful, and includes several common themes related to best practices. These are: (a) communication, (b) equity, (c) trust, and (d) respect (Blue-Banning, Summers, Frankland, Lord Nelson, & Beegle, 2004; Scorgie, 2015; Staples & Diliberto, 2010; Sucuoğlu & Bakkaloğlu, 2018; Trainor, 2010; Valle, 2011; Zaretsky, 2004) . Blue-Banning et al. (2004) described best practices for family-educator collaboration as "common sense and ordinary human decency" (p. 181). To address cultural and community differences, discussion of the following points must occur within each school setting.
Lucy's story is an example of how collaboration made an enormous difference in the quality and effectiveness of a student's inclusive education. Lucy began her public-school experience in a segregated special education class in a suburban school in California. As a kindergartner, she was eligible for special education services due to autism and expressive language delays, and her parents believed she would be better served in an inclusive setting. Lucy prospers when interacting with her older brother, children in their neighborhood, and other members of her community.
When Lucy's parents petitioned the school district that their daughter be fully included, they were categorically denied. Lucy's general education kindergarten teacher worked with the family and their advocate to include Lucy, who initially was placed in her classroom for 20 to 30 minutes each day. In this new environment, Lucy gained social skills such as following routines, and academic skills such as learning letters and numbers. She interacted with her classmates while learning grade-level material, and the general and special education teachers shared positive reports of her success.
When Lucy's parents called a team meeting to request full inclusion for first grade, Lucy's general education kindergarten teacher was her strongest advocate. In part as a result of this advocacy, the school district agreed to place Lucy in an inclusive first grade classroom. Recently, Lucy began her second-grade year, fully included, and continues to make documented progress with the support of her parents, teachers, and other support staff. Ongoing collaboration between her parents and teachers is key to facilitating her success. Lucy's story offers one example of how collaboration between parents and educators can make a significant difference in a student's life.
Collaboration Between Students With and Without Disabilities
Research on elementary-age students' understandings of race and socioeconomic status (SES) have repeatedly highlighted the malleability of student thinking about social identities (Cameron & Rutland, 2008) . Over the last two decades, an emerging literature has expanded on this to consider schoolage children's beliefs about disability as well. Several studies conducted in the United States have documented existing biases in school-age children's attitudes toward students with disabilities, suggesting children without disabilities tend to express social preference for their classmates without disabilities as compared to those with physical or intellectual disabilities (Nowicki & Sandieson, 2002) . However, research has shown attitudinal and behavioral changes can occur as a result of both education (often in the form of ability awareness training) and contact. These changes in attitude and behavior can occur, in part, due to a recognition of shared similarities between students with and without disabilities (de Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2012; Rillotta & Nettelbeck, 2007) . Clearly, contact between students has the potential to increase the social acceptance of students with disabilities by their peers without disabilities. This has served as one of the cornerstone arguments in favor of inclusion and collaboration.
Proponents of inclusive education claim having students with disabilities attend their neighborhood schools in general education classrooms results in increased opportunities for their social participation (United Nations, 2006) . Evidence supports these claims, suggesting not only does increased contact between students with and without disabilities lead to better social outcomes for students with disabilities, but also similar benefits can be reported for youth without disabilities as well.
Inclusion and student-to-student collaboration has been associated repeatedly with increased tolerance and empathy and the development of meaningful cross-ability friendships. However, Pijl (2005) noted physical inclusion alone does not necessarily result in such benefits. In a a review of the literature on the effects of inclusive education on students' attitudes toward peers with disabilities, several studies demonstrated inclusive education was associated with a negative effect on student attitudes (de Boer, Phil, & Minnert, 2017) Having students with and without disabilities merely share space is not always enough to effect change. It is essential to consider how students share space and to examine the roles of teachers in facilitating this process. Social psychological research offers one way of thinking about how students might share space.
Intergroup Contact
In The Nature of Prejudice, U.S. social psychologist Floyd Allport (1954) laid out a highly influential theory on intergroup contact, which demonstrated the positive effects of contact between members of different social groups. In Allport's estimation, mere exposure between groups could reduce prejudice. While Allport's work focused primarily on different racial and ethnic groups, subsequent researchers have demonstrated similar effects in relation to sexual orientation, mental illness, and disability.Yet researchers, including Allport himself, have acknowledged the limits of mere exposure, noting cases in which contrasting effects of intergroup contact were demonstrated. In some cases, exposure actually exacerbated prejudice, which perhaps helps to explain the divergent studies included in de Boer and Minnaert's (2012) review of the literature on inclusion and student attitudes. In offering an explanation for conflicting findings on intergroup contact, Allport posited four ideal features or positive factors that could influence intergroup contact in a way in which prejudice would be more likely to decrease.: (a) equal status of the groups in the situation, (b) common goals, (c) intergroup cooperation and collaboration, and (d) the support of authorities, law, or custom. All four of these positive factors hold implications for teachers in terms of designing an inclusive environment that moves beyond tolerance and fosters values such as acceptance and appreciation.
Cooperative Learning
Cooperative learning offers an evidenced-base activity that can increase meaningful learning for all students and also move beyond mere space sharing (Thousand, Villa, & Nevin, 2002; Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 2010) . More specifically, cooperative learning has the potential to embody all four of Allport's positive factors. Cooperative learning, in its many forms, requires students to work together at an activity to achieve common goals (Johnson & Johnson, 1975 Kagan, 1992; Slavin, 1983 Slavin, , 1990 . It is important to ask, however, "What types of attitudes are being passed on in the implementation of cooperative learning?" While Murray (2002) reviewed the theoretical basis underpinning cooperative learning, many teachers may follow the basic protocol of cooperative learning activities without asking essential questions such as, "Are all students participating in meaningful ways?" or, "What are the implications of or philosophy behind how I am facilitating this process?"
In a sense, teachers, classrooms, and the overall culture of the school act as the support of authorities, laws, and customs, while common goals and intergroup cooperation are embedded within the framework of cooperative learning. Allport (1954) refers this as equal status of the groups in the situation. Teachers have a responsibility to design and guide cooperative learning activities in a way that promotes equal status among groups. This does not mean all students are always treated or educated in exactly the same manner. Rather all students should be treated with and afforded the same dignity and respect while providing equal opportunities for success. Appropriate accommodations and modifications should be made available to students with and without disabilities to ensure meaningful participation in learning activities. In doing this, general and special education teachers must challenge or subvert any tendencies on the part of the students or themselves toward paternalism, charity, or pity and avoid sending the message that the job of general education students is to help students with disabilities. Cooperative learning is not a one-way street. Ultimately, students with disabilities must be given the opportunity to demonstrate reciprocity and to contribute in meaningful ways to their classroom and with their classmates. The attitudes and spirit in which cooperative learning, specifically, and inclusion, more generally, are undertaken are key.
Physician Rachel Remen (1999) A helper may see others as weaker than they are, needier than they are, and people often feel this inequality. The danger in helping is that we may inadvertently take away from people more than we could ever give them; we may diminish their self-esteem, their sense of worth, integrity or even wholeness. (p. 1)
As facilitators of collaboration, teachers should reflect on how their own beliefs and, potentially, biases inform the way they design and lead cooperative learning and other collaborative activities. Cooperative learning offers tremendous potential for inclusion. However, the philosophies and attitudes undergirding the approach must also be taken into consideration-common goals, intergroup cooperation, meaningful contributions, equal status of group members, and the support of persons in positions of authority.
Classrooms and schools frequently employ a tutor and tutee approach, arising out of a cognitive science perspective (Murray, 2002) , between students with and without disabilities. However, to build a collaborative relationship between students, each student, regardless of their ability, should have an opportunity to be a leader and contributing member to their group and classroom. To make this a reality, students with and without disabilities must comprehend and contribute to how they are contributing members. Cooperative learning opportunities provide for self-evaluation, which can teach students to be self-determined at a young age to be better prepared for the transition into adulthood. A first step is to invite and welcome students with disabilities as members of their IEP team. Unfortunately, students with disabilities often sit in their own IEP meetings unaware of how to be an active participant. They may need to be taught skills related to active participation. To do this, active engagement in group activities, such as those provided by cooperative learning, need to begin at the preschool level so students are prepared for ongoing participation in their own education. Opportunities to make meaningful contributions to classroom activities and IEP meetings need to be prioritized and scaffolded as needed.
While cooperative learning groups foster self-determination for students via opportunities for self-evaluation and leadership, they also allow students to establish positive social interdependence, though teachers have to decide how to structure and intervene when challenges inevitably occur (Baloche & Brody, 2017) . For instance, students may not be equally contributing to a task. This could be due to a lack of skills or experience related to collaboration, differential social status, or limited communication skills (Le, Janssen, & Wubbels, 2018) . Together, general and special educators (and other service providers) need to address these concerns. To better facilitate collaboration between students with and without disabilities, students need to learn about respecting differences and how to problem solve. Teachers can help model these processes and skills. Though academic progress is, of course, one of the main objectives of cooperative learning, the value of cooperation in and of itself should not be overlooked. Disability activist, Mia Mingus (2010), has identified interdependence as a key principle of disability justice. It is never too early to begin sharing the principles of collaboration and interdependence with students.
To avoid the student with a disability becoming dependent on another student or adult, cooperative learning groups should be structured so each student has a role (Johnson & Johnson, 2008) . For students with disabilities to be successful in cooperative learning groups and to be active participants, students may need to receive individualized accommodations and modifications. According to Johnson and Johnson (1999) , three types of cooperative learning groups include formal, informal, and cooperative base groups. Teachers need to establish set roles and guidelines for the various responsibilities so students can be successful (King, 2008) . In addition, teachers should adjust their own roles when they observe the groups and be intentional in how and when they intervene (Johnson & Johnson, 2008) .
Accessible Spaces
Recommendations for how to encourage a collaborative classroom include providing an accessible environment. As IEP teams collaboratively recommend and plan for inclusive environments, they should consider how access occurs (Olson, Leko, & Roberts, 2016) . If a paraprofessional or a classroom assistant is assigned to a student, the teacher should assign adults to rotate around the room and monitor the student while encouraging and allowing for as much independence and interdependence in and among students as possible (Carter & Kennedy, 2006) .
A thriving example that portrays all three collaborative relationships between educators, educators and parents, and students is the journey of a young man named Alex. Crystal, one of the authors of this article, can personally account to the importance and success a fully included student with disabilities can have and the importance of collaboration at all levels and times. Alex, a 21-year-old who has the label of autism, is successfully enrolled in his fourth year in one of Southern California's public universities. Alex was initially diagnosed with autism at age 4 and was considered within the severe range of the spectrum by their local school district and Regional Center, a private nonprofit organization which coordinates and provides community-based services to people with developmental disabilities in California. Alex began speaking when he was about six and a half years old, and struggled with control over his stereotypy, a repetitive or ritualistic movement, posture, or utterance. In addition, he struggled with changes to his routine, visual and auditory stimulation, and remaining seated when expected by his teachers. Yet, he seemed to have an intense interest in academics and appeared to retain what he was learning. Alex began his schooling in a segregated special education class. When he was 7 years old, Crystal asked the school to place Alex in a general education classroom with special education supports. Initially, Crystal received some pushback from educators, administrators, and even some parents of other students. However, with the support of her case manager from the Regional Center, they placed Alex in a general education classroom with support. Crystal and her son definitely had their successes and challenges in Alex's inclusive journey through the public-school system. In the end, Alex and Crystal found more willing participants and collaborators in their journey. Collaboration among the general education teacher, special education teacher, and related service providers became much more important when Alex became fully included in general education settings. Crystal expressed to the educational professionals her concern for Alex missing vital instructional time. The providers needed to determine the amount of times Alex would be pulled out for occupational therapy, adaptive physical education, and language and speech services. Their resolution after collaborating was to push in Alex's classroom and have some afterschool sessions. The push in settings also allowed Alex's general education teacher and one-to-one assistant an opportunity to observe and replicate the techniques the providers were using with Alex. This was one of many collaborative decisions between Alex's general education teacher, special education teacher, and related service providers that helped him succeed academically and socially.
Collaboration between Alex's parent and his teachers were key throughout his public-school career. Because the majority of his teachers did not have a special education background, many times Crystal was their resource not only as a special educator but also as Alex's mother. Most educators were open to ideas and suggestions concerning Alex, all having his best interest in mind. In other instances, Alex's parent and his teachers collaborated in searching for ideas on how to best create opportunities for him to socialize. In elementary school, this included using his one to one assistant in organized play scenarios at lunch and recess and also having the one to one assistant lead small group instruction with other students besides Alex. In high school, this included having Alex assigned to the football team as the videographer and participating in weightlifting with football team members. Alex's parent and his teachers had the best collaborative experience when they exercised mutual respect and being active listeners.
Collaboration between students, peers, and educators was the most meaningful to Alex during his high school years. Alex created meaningful and long-lasting friendships with his typical peers early on with the supports of his one-to-one assistant. These relationships followed him through to high school and beyond. Alex's peers were supportive through social events at his high school, defending him when necessary, and by remaining in contact with him now as seniors in college. Both Alex's peers and their parents agree Alex was not the only one who benefitted from their friendship-they also gained socially and emotionally by Alex being in their lives.
When his high school journey ended, Alex expressed some very positive experiences and memories such as being crowned freshman homecoming prince, being the high school football team videographer, successfully passing several advanced placement courses, and walking across the stage with the top 50 students to receive their high school diplomas. Alex is currently in his fourth year as a university student maintaining a 3.0 GPA with supports in place from the Office for Students With Disabilities and other social services agencies. He will be graduating with his bachelor's degree at the end of this academic year and is applying for a master's degree program. He has also been an advocate and guest speaker in elementary schools and university classes since he was 12 years old to educate and advocate for those who, like him, have a disability. Not every child will have the same outcome, but if the appropriate opportunities are not offered based on an individual's needs, we are limiting growth and denying students the chance to meet their highest potentials.
Summary
Collaboration among and between all stakeholders is critical in the design and delivery of inclusive education. Building respectful collaborative relationships that reflect integrity, effective communication, and supporting one another is an essential ingredient for inclusive education to be effective. Inclusive education is considered a research-based best practice service delivery model for students with and without disabilities. Collaboration is one of the key essential elements to ensure effective inclusive education.
